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Impacts of climate change are observed in many 

ecosystems and human systems worldwide
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Projected global surface temperature change 

increase relative to the period 1850-1900



Do you think the world’s climate is changing?

Survey conducted in Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, 

Lithuania, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, the Russian Federation, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United 

Kingdom; N = 43,288

Steg (2018) Nature Climate Change
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The climate paradox

➢ Scientists unequivocally agree on the negative consequences of 
resource overconsumption and overreliance on fossil energy sources

➢ Most laypeople believe that anthropogenic climate change is real

➢ And yet, this knowledge does not translate into the necessary 
behavioral changes and actions
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Psychological barriers to climate action

Climate change is 

perceived as abstract 

and removed from our 
direct experience

Climate action has 

very few immediate 

benefits for the 

individual

Climate change is not 

perceived as a moral 

issue by many people

Perceived lack of 

action by others 

can inhibit one’s 

own action

Sheer size or difficulty 

of the task can lead to 

disengagement

Social barriers

Moral barriers

Self-interest barriers

Perceptual barriers Action barriers
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Climate change: A challenge for the human brain

➢ Fast

➢ Intuitive

➢ Linked to affect

➢ Experience-based

➢ Slow

➢ Effortful

➢ Analytic

➢ Abstract inputs
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January 21, 2020
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Behavioral Insight #1

Behaviorally informed climate policy needs to overcome

processing limitations of the human brain by integrating

directly experienceable aspects of climate change.
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Self-interested pathways to climate action

Climate change is 

perceived as abstract 

and removed from our 
direct experience

Climate action has 

very few immediate 

benefits for the 

individual

Climate change is not 

perceived as a moral 

issue by many people

Perceived lack of 

action by others 

can inhibit one’s 

own action

Sheer size or difficulty 

of the task can lead to 

disengagement

Social barriers

Self-interest barriers

Perceptual barriers Action barriers

➢ Humans prioritize actions that have immediate positive 

consequences or avoid immediate negative consequences

➢ Sustainable behavior usually does not yield much immediately 

discernible personal benefit (rather perceived as a reduction in 

comfort or opportunities)

➢ Make people aware of the potential co-benefits of sustainable 

behavior

Health benefits Social benefitsEconomic benefits
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Self-interested pathways to climate action
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Behavioral Insight #2

Behaviorally informed climate policy should consider to what extent co-

benefits of sustainable action (financial, health, social aspects,

status…) are present and communicate accordingly.
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Moral pathways to climate action

Climate change is 

perceived as abstract 

and removed from our 
direct experience

Climate change is not 

perceived as a moral 

issue by many people

Sheer size or difficulty 

of the task can lead to 

disengagement

Perceptual barriers Action barriers

➢ Human behavior is motivated by considerations about what is 

the morally right or wrong thing to do

➢ Climate change is not perceived as a moral issue by a many 

people

➢ Increase the extent to which climate change resonates with 

people’s ideas about morality

Avoiding 

harm
Loyalty Respecting 

authority

Fairness Purity
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Behavioral Insight #3

Behaviorally informed climate policy should integrate the

diversity of moral narratives that are possible in the context of

climate change.
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Social pathways to climate action

Climate change is 

perceived as abstract 

and removed from our 
direct experience

Climate action has 

very few immediate 

benefits for the 

individual

Climate change is not 

perceived as a moral 

issue by many people

Perceived lack of 

action by others 

can inhibit one’s 

own action

Sheer size or difficulty 

of the task can lead to 

disengagement

Social barriers

Self-interest barriers

Perceptual barriers Action barriers
➢ Humans are a fundamentally social species

➢ We are strongly influenced by our perception of what others are 

thinking and doing

➢ Providing information about other people’s sustainable 

behavior can be an important lever for action
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How much electricity does my neighbor use?

28

Households that at the beginning consumed

more than average
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How much electricity does my neighbor use?

29

Households that at the beginning consumed

more than average

Households that at the beginning consumed

less than average
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30

Households that at the beginning consumed

more than average

Households that at the beginning consumed

less than average and received a smiley

How much electricity does my neighbor use?
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OPower provide social information about electricity 

consumption to around 50 million households, allowing to 

cut household energy usage by about 2.5% 

Social pathways to climate action
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Behavioral Insight #4

Behaviorally informed climate policy should systematically

leverage social norms in communications and interventions.
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Provide action knowledge
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Provide impact knowledge
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Provide feedback



Geneva, October 13, 2022 Sustainable Behavior Change | Tobias Brosch 37

Facilitate behavior



Behavioral Insight #5

Behaviorally informed climate policy should provide targeted

information to increase people’s capability to show efficient

climate actions.
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What can you do?
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What can you do?

➢ Use low-carbon transportation (fly less, use car less)

➢ Purchase products that cause few greenhouse gas emissions during production 

(e.g., animal-free) and transport (e.g., local)

➢ Engage in behavior supporting a circular economy (e.g., reducing waste, sharing 

products, refurbishing products)

➢ Use low-carbon energy sources and carriers (e.g., photovoltaics, heat pumps)

➢ Adopt energy-efficient appliances and systems

➢ Implement home insulation

➢ Vote for political parties with ambitious climate goals

➢ Protest (e.g., join climate strikes)

➢ Influence the polices and actions of organizations you belong to

IPCC (2022)
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